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LEADING CHANGE: A Personal Perspective 
 

Leading successful change requires developing a deep understanding and 

respect for interdependence and investment of both people and hardware.  

Change is a complex process as you can see by John Kotter’s change model, 

“The Eight-Stage Process of Creating Major Change”.  There are many change 

methodologies however I have learned over the years that trust is the critical 

component in creating successful change with sustained value.  Leading change 

successfully starts with building a foundation for the organization to stand on, 

one of open communication, trust, and the leadership’s ability to create the need 

for change and the compelling motivation to move forward with change.  Of 

course in any business, to be successful, you need to understand all of your 

assets; people, plants and the options that each provide.  However, my 

experience has shown me, if you have to make a choice between your assets 

always go with your people because they will take you the farthest. 
 

The Performance Equation:  A Matter of Trust and Openness 
With many cases in the nuclear industry we learned our lessons the hard way.  We 

found ourselves at best mired in mediocre operational performance with breakdowns in 

safety conscious work environment and we did not see the link between the two.  We 

had not learned that trust and open communications are an integral part of the 

performance equation.  We didn’t fully understand the two sides of our asset base 

which consisted of both people and hardware.  We neglected to see that ultimate 

responsibility for superior performance rests with the skilled and alert people who 

operate and maintain our technologies – whatever they may be.  The difference is not 

the technology.  The difference is the people who attend to its quality.  If you think those 

hard lessons are unique to the nuclear industry, think again.  Just recall news headlines 

linking poor morale and labor strife to product quality in the case of Firestone.   

 

Princeton economists found evidence that point to the labor strife as being at the root of 

many of the defective Firestone tires   The evidence indicates a higher than expected 

rate of problems occurred in tires produced at the plants with the most contentious 
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labor relations.  The economists estimated that more than forty lives were lost as a 

result of the tires produced in these plants during the labor dispute.  The lesson once 

again is the equipment is essential but the people make the difference. 

 
Successful Leaders 

Many in the corporate world failed to learn from what successful leaders in the sports 

world had already discovered.  If you are a student of Lou Holtz’s thoughts on 

generating superior performance, you can relate, I’m sure, to his well-known 

observation that success on or off the football field depends on a relationship founded 

on caring, trust and high standards.  For an organization to be successful, leadership 

needs to have three fundamental values, care about the people, cultivate trust, and be 

committed to excellence. 

 

For a leader to effectively amalgamate these values into the organization it takes 

personal humility and professional will.  Jim Collins defines this as being a “Level 5 

Executive”, see appendix B.  A Level 5 Leader has the capabilities of transforming a 

good organization into a great organization that is self sustaining over the long haul.  

 
Millstone Lessons Learned 

At Millstone, recovery taught me these three valuable lessons about leading 

change: 

 

�� First, you can’t have world-class operations without working closely with your 

workforce to build an environment of trust and open communication.  Trust is at the 

core of any relationship that produces exceptional results. 

 

�� Second, if people can see themselves safely into the future, anything is possible.  

Trust frees us to respond enthusiastically and creatively to challenges and 

opportunities.  It also makes us all productive members of the team and creators of 

our future.  And yes you can set high expectations and have tight accountability in 

this work environment. 
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�� Third, sharing a vision of the future and communicating clearly what that will be like 

gains alignment.  Alignment sustains understanding and guides performance, and 

makes for a productive and adaptive organization.  Alignment is sustained by 

everyday acts of what must be done to get there.   

 

Communications and Trust 
I can’t think of anything more vital to the health of any relationship than communicating 

– and communicating well – including listening.  You ask a teenager who is having 

problems with his parents to explain the difficulties.  He’ll respond with something like 

“we just don’t communicate.”  You ask a married couple whose marriage is on the skids 

about the cause of their difficulty.  They’ll respond with, “We just don’t talk anymore.”  

I’m afraid that’s been the story for many organizations as well.   

 

And when we say trust, we are not talking about blind faith.  We’re talking about 

constructing a relationship one step at a time.  And the things that build trusting 

relationships touch all aspects of both sides – goals, priorities, cultures, processes, 

structures. 

 

It starts with recruiting and hiring leaders with strong interpersonal skills, not just 

technical strengths.  It continues with training, coaching, and rewarding people in ways 

that encourage the behaviors that build trust.  It requires promoting leaders who willingly 

and capably cooperate with each other and who set high standards.  It means 

developing an atmosphere of inclusion by engaging workers in decision making about 

matters that impact them.  It requires investing in people because organizational growth 

and development depend on personal growth and development.  It is adopting a culture 

that respects learning from failure and constantly looks for ways to do things better, 

faster, and cheaper.  The only real failure is the one from which we learn nothing! 

 

The Leadership Challenge 

On top of all our other challenges in organizational leadership, we can add one more, 

making change happen.  To me this is the most challenging of all for organizations.  

One thing that is consistent with major change is the challenge that it creates.  

Especially if your organization has been through many changes in the past and those 
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endeavors were not successful.  You are going to encounter pessimism, complacency 

and fear from the work force.  

 

To help your organization overcome the fears that occur with change keep the vision 

and goals clear, concise, and compelling.  Colin Powel says, “Great leaders are almost 

always great simplifiers, who can cut through argument, debate and doubt, to offer a 

solution everybody can understand.”   

 

In closing, I want to point out that virtually all lasting structures require foundations.  And 

frequently that foundation is the most difficult, time consuming part of the construction.  

But I promise you the effort of leading change based on the foundation of trust and 

openness will be worth it to you, in personal satisfaction as well as in superior 

performance and organizational profitability. 
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